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In the quarter century since The Anabaptist Writings of David 
Joris first appeared, I have become even more convinced of the 
historical and contemporary importance of this collection of works 
by the controversial Dutch Anabaptist. While Joris did not establish 
a long-lived religious community, as did his fellow Anabaptist leader 
Menno Simons, his unusual ideas sparked considerable interest and 
debate. Some of them, such as his advocacy for religious toleration 
and his unusual denial of the independent reality of demons, helped 
to shape the thinking not just of fellow Spiritualists but also of 
Dutch Mennonites. They also sparked wider debates that helped end 
religious bloodshed and witchcraft prosecutions in the Northern 
Netherlands.

Joris developed these controversial ideas while under intense 
pressure, and how he rethought both his prophetic expectations and 
the nature of religious identity helps us understand the dynamics of 
new religious movements and their leaders more generally. Here we 
can see his movement away from the physical fulfillment of eschato-
logical predictions to the internalization of religion, to spiritualism. 
This development can be seen in others – not just fellow Anabaptists 
like Hans Denck or Obbe Philips, but even among the Iberian 
Conversos, who had converted from Judaism to Catholicism under 
duress but who developed an approach to religiosity not unlike that 
of Joris.1 In the writings gathered here we gain insight into how one 
individual responded to persecution and disillusionment and came 
up with new ways of interpreting the scriptures and the world.
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There have been significant advances in the field of Anabaptist 
history in recent years, including some in the study of David Joris as 
an Anabaptist. Yet much more attention has been paid to the heirs of 
the early Anabaptists: the Mennonites and their more liberal coreli-
gionists, the Doopsgezinden (baptism-minded). Consideration has 
been given to the spiritualism, developed by Joris, that penetrated 
the mindset of the Doopsgezinden; this focused on the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit and deemphasized external dogma and ritual.2

The exception to the historiographical trend away from the 
early Dutch Anabaptist movement is the study of the Anabaptist 
reformation in Münster, an event that has never lost its appeal. 
Recent research reveals just how porous the lines were between the 
nonviolent and militant groups, and sheds fresh light on Joris’s role 
in the movement.3 While Menno and Joris both claimed that they 
had always maintained an opposition to the militancy of Münster, 
modern readers of their writings need to remember that these claims 
were made only after the debacle of Münster.

This point is strongly made in recent studies by Willem de 
Bakker, who has argued that both Anabaptist leaders were much 
more intertwined in the apocalyptical militancy of Münster and the 
theology of its principal propagandist, Bernhard Rothmann, than 
they cared to admit. De Bakker has especially challenged some of my 
earlier interpretations of Joris’s involvement in the Münsterite move-
ment and its violent heir, the Batenburgers.4 He argues convincingly 
that Joris and his supporters, including his closest female supporter 
and inspiration, Anneke Jans of Rotterdam, believed Rothmann’s 
interpretation of Revelation that the Anabaptist kingdom would 
be revived two and a half years after the fall of Münster in June 
1535 – that is, on Christmas Day 1538.5 This explains, de Bakker 
argues, why Anneke Jans was rushing to Delft in December to be 
present when Joris was unveiled as the new king or “third David,” 
though she was arrested en route. The Delft authorities, already 
nervous about the arrival of Batenburgers, arrested dozens of Joris’s 
supporters. Joris barely escaped. This event helps to explain his 
subsequent shift away from any physical fulfillment of the kingdom 
of God to an internalized approach. In the wake of this personal 
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disaster and disillusionment, Joris’s mystical tendencies moved to 
the forefront, so that by the middle of the 1540s he was a Spiritualist 
rather than an Anabaptist, promoting religious toleration, inner 
spiritual development, and love of neighbor. And, most controver-
sially, around 1540 he began to write that neither demons nor angels 
had any independent or external existence outside of the individual 
person. This quickly became a major part of Joris’s controversial 
reputation, as can be seen in his Apology to Countess Anna of Olden-
burg of the early 1540s (included here as chapter 10, points IV and 
V). What I did not fully appreciate when translating these works 
was how important this idea of Joris’s would become. In a number of 
publications I have since examined Joris’s controversial demonology, 
showing how it sparked a major debate among Dutch writers that 
contributed to the relative skepticism toward diabolical witchcraft 
in the Northern Netherlands.6 Joris’s opinion was still being used in 
the last decade of the seventeenth century in a campaign to discredit 
a book by the Cartesian Reformed preacher Balthasar Bekker, 
entitled The Bewitched World, in which he argued that demons did 
not exist in the natural world. In response to efforts to associate 
Bekker’s views with Joris’s, Bekker denied having ever read Joris. 
Bekker was, however, clearly influenced by the publications of other 
writers, including the Doopsgezinden Jan Jansz Deutel (d.1657), 
Abraham Palingh (d. 1682), and Anton van Dale (d.1708), who with 
Joris emphasized the powerlessness of the devil.7 I should thus have 
included in this volume Joris’s first work on the subject, Behold, the 
Book of Life is Opened to Me (c. 1540), reissued during the height of 
the witch-hunts as A Brief and Instructive Tract: Wherein Is Treated 
What the Word Devil Means.8 It remains to be translated.

Where Joris came up with this unusual interpretation of spirit 
beings remained a puzzle until attention turned to the Strasbourg 
Spiritualist Clemens Ziegler, an associate of the Melchiorite Anabap-
tists whom Joris sought to persuade to join his cause in 1538 (chapter 
7). Ziegler left behind a number of unpublished manuscript works, 
including “Of the Salvation of All Men’s Souls” in which he inter-
nalized the devil, saying that the evil one was “nothing more than 
the inclination to sin.” This is very much like Joris’s position, and it 
seems likely that Joris developed his version only after conversation 

This is a preview. Get the entire book here.

https://www.plough.com/en/topics/faith/anabaptists/anabaptist-writings-of-david-joris


xiiixiii

with Ziegler, although there is no hard proof that the two met in 
Strasbourg.9

I have explored a few other facets of Joris’s Anabaptist thought, 
such as his controversial reference to the Ottoman Empire as an 
exemplar of a realm that allowed religious diversity yet remained 
strong.10 Joris’s writings on religious toleration were widely read, 
influencing even the conservative Mennonite elder Pieter Jansz 
Twisck (d. 1636).11 Joris’s desire to reach out to the Jews, as seen 
here in chapter 7, also helped shape discourse on the subject of 
Christian–Jewish relations in the Netherlands.12 His relationship 
with women supporters has also received attention.13 Thanks to the 
personal and detailed biography in this volume, Joris can be a valu-
able lens through which to analyze a large number of specific topics; 
he features, for example, in a study of the religious and ritualistic 
beliefs about hair in the Renaissance and in discussions of magic 
and the occult sciences.14 I have also examined how Joris’s artistic 
training shaped his approach to interpreting the world and scrip-
tures; how he developed an approach to emotional stability during 
the period when he was a hunted heretic; and his scheme for the 
inner renewal of the senses, which was a critical element in Joris’s 
sense of prophetic mission and self-identity. Joris adapted his artist’s 
mind to establish a distinctive approach to biblical interpretation 
and religious authority, one that renounced “the dead letter” in 
favor of a more creative – indeed, sensual and personal – interpretive 
model that emphasized images impressed on his mind directly by 
the Holy Spirit. In this schema, logical consistency was of no import, 
which is one of the most frustrating aspects of his writing for modern 
readers. Yet it allowed him an incredible level of creativity to inter-
pret the natural and supernatural worlds as he “saw” them with his 
purified inner sight.15

Another early Joris work that could have been included here 
is Hear the Voice of the Lord, the Wedding of the Lamb Is Prepared, a 
tract that had been attributed to Rothmann until 1991, when Paul 
Valkema Blouw proved that it was instead a Joris work composed 
sometime after his visions of 1536.16 This scholarly confusion over 
authorship implies that the apocalyptical language and excitement 
used by Rothmann during Münster was very similar to Joris’s in 
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the years immediately thereafter. Even though Joris maintained the 
apocalyptical hopes of Rothmann until December 1538, I remain 
convinced that he was not intending to use the sword to achieve 
his kingdom but expected instead a divine intervention, much as 
Melchior Hoffman had.

De Bakker has also argued that the anonymous biography, 
which is the central source in this collection, was written by Nicolaas 
Meyndertsz van Blesdijk, Joris’s major lieutenant. To do so, however, 
de Bakker has to posit that Blesdijk had become associated with Joris 
much earlier than 1539, the year he himself claimed he had become 
a follower of Joris. While I am not certain on this score, Blesdijk was 
always one of the possible authors of this document.17

Given the opportunity I would like to have made some other 
changes and to correct some translation errors, a few of which are 
noted by Dr. Samme Zijlstra in his 1994 review of this volume.18 
His point that I had missed the allusion to King Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dream of Daniel 2 in Joris’s song in praise of the Dutch language is 
an important one. Not only does it help us interpret Joris’s fourfold 
history of language (following the four parts of the statue in the 
king’s dream) but it also reminds us that while he condemned reli-
ance on the “dead letter,” Joris spent a lot of his time interpreting the 
scriptures, which he still regarded as authoritative when the reader 
was directed by the Holy Spirit. In his Anabaptist leadership phase, 
he held that the Spirit within had given him the unique prophetic 
authority to interpret the Bible correctly. Later, he allowed that all 
true believers had that same Spirit and authority, and that he could 
interpret the scriptures in creative ways, essentially fusing the Spirit 
and the mind. Even so, the Bible remained essential reading for him.

Joris research has been hindered by the deaths of two scholars. 
Until his tragic death in 2001, Samme Zijlstra was the leading Dutch 
scholar of Joris and his movement. He was also a great help to me. In 
1992, we co-edited a 1535 anonymous letter to the Court of Holland 
in The Hague, and in an edition of a similar letter written by Joris in 
1539, Zijlstra argued strongly that the 1535 missive was also Joris’s. 
These, too, would have made excellent inclusions in this volume.19 
Zijlstra had also published numerous studies of Joris and Dutch 
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Anabaptism, and his essential history of Dutch Anabaptism to 1675 
appeared the year before his death.20

The other loss was that of my PhD supervisor and mentor, 
Werner O. Packull. His study of Anneke Jans and his works on 
Hoffman remain important reading.21 But it was his assistance in 
these translations that I need to acknowledge, again, as critical for 
this book. Since early onset Alzheimer’s disease forced his early 
retirement, I have missed his advice and support; he died in 2018, 
and I wish to dedicate this edition of The Anabaptist Writings of 
David Joris to his memory and to his wife, Karin, and their family.

Gary K. Waite
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the tireless efforts of John S. Oyer and the staff of the Mennonite 
Quarterly Review, which published two of my Joris translations and 
which have graciously permitted their inclusion here. I have also 
profited immensely from informal discussions about Joris with many 
other scholars and friends, as well as from the support of the Universi­
ty of New Brunswick History Department. I would like to thatik all for 
their patience and interest. 

-Cary K Waite 
Fredericton, New Brunswick 
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Explanation of Biblical 
Ref er enc es 

Where possible, Joris's biblical references are listed in the trans­
lations. Verse numbers, when they could be identified, have been 
added to the original marginal scriptural notations (in square brackets 
where there is some uncertainty). In the cases of tracts published in 
the seventeenth century, many of these verse numbers had already 
been included. 

It should be noted that following the conventions of the six­
teenth century, Joris quoted freely from the Apocrypha For the pur­
poses of clarity, Joris's Ecclei. is listed here as Ecclesiasticus; Sapi. as 
Wisdom of Solomon; 1 Esdras as Ezra; 2 Esdras as Nehemiah; 3 and 4 
Esdras as 1 and 2 Esdras. 

All quoted scriptural passages in the texts of Joris' s works are 
translated from his renderings. Page numbers of the original texts are 
noted in square brackets. Where possible, gender neutral language 
has been used, hence Joris's "nieuw mensch" is translated here as 
"new being.'.' 
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his spiritual mission. This mission had begun around 1524 when he 
became excited by the message of the German Reformer, Martin Lu­
ther. In his home city of Delft, Holland, Joris preached informally and 
distributed anticlerical pamphlets throughout the streets and church­
es. 

In 1528, however, Joris was too bold. His public denunciation of 
the veneration of the Virgin Mary during a procession in her honor 
led to his arrest and eventual punishment. As part of this punishment 
he was banned. for three years, and,· like many of his fellow religious 
dissenters inHc,lland, he traveled to more·tolerant East Frisia. Here 
he eventually met with supporters of Melchior Hoffman, if not with 
the South-German lay-preacher himsel£4 Joris was earlyentranced by 
Hoffman's apocalyptic message. In spite of this ideological affinity, 
Joris seems to have returned to Delft after the expiration of his ban as 
a mere sympathetic observer of Anabaptism. His earlier punishment, 
which (according to the c:ourt records) had included the boring of his 
tongue, must surely have made him reluctant to engage in further ille- · 
gal activities. · . 

It was therefore not until the winter of 1534-1535, during the 
siege . of Anabaptist Munster, that Joris publicly joined the· Mel­
chiorites (the followers of Hoffman) and allowed himself to be bap­
tized into the movement. His talents were immediately recognized by 
his new brethren. Two prominent Anabaptist leaders, Obbe Philips· 
and Damas van Hoorn, selected him for a leadership role in the move­
ment. He appears, however, to have been initially reticent to fulfill his 
spiritual office, although he is known to have participated in a confer­
ence in the .Waterland district in the winter of 1534-1535 on the issue 
of the use of the sword on the part of Anabaptists. He also composed a 
tract on the dilemma of the fall of Miinster.5 

The failure �f the· Munster Anabaptist kingdom was a pivotal 
event for Anabaptists in. the Netherlands. Many Anabaptists, disillu­
sioned with the failed prophecies of Hoffman and the Miinsterites, 
seem to have left the movement entirely. Others, such as Obbe Phil­
ips, moved in the direction of Spiritualism.6 Some fled the Nether­
lands in search of refuge. Hoffman himself was in prison in Stras­
bourg. Menno Simons, with the assistance of Dirk Philips (the brother 
ofObbe Philips), sought to rebuild what survived of Hoffman's charis­
matic movement into an organized, separatist, and theologically uni­
form church. 

In the Low Countries of the late· 1530s and 1540s, however, open 
sectarianism was an extremely dangerous approach, especially for 
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